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PREFACES AND FACES: TOWARDS A CENTRIPETAL 
THEORY OF MODERNISM 

 
 

 
Amir Khusrú, loro o cenzontle: 
cada minuto es dos mitades, 
turbia la pena, la voz diáfana. 
Sílabas, incendios errantes, 
vagabundas arquitecturas: 
todo poema es tiempo y arde. 
 
Amir Khusru, parrot or mockingbird: 
the two halves of each moment, 
muddy sorrow, voice of light. 
Syllables, wandering fires, 
vagabond architectures: 
every poem is time, and burns. 
 
Octavio Paz, “Tumba de Amir 
Khusrú” (“The Tomb of Amir 
Khusru”) 

 
The Mexican writer Octavio Paz (1914-1998) wrote this homage to the Urdu-
Afghan poet and musician Amir Khusru (1254-1324) at the sanctuary of 
Nizamuddin in Delhi, India.1 The sanctuary of Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya 
(1238-1325) is an architectural complex consisting of a mosque, a water-tank, 
and several tombs. The most important of the tombs are those by Nizamuddin, 
the fourteenth-century Sufi mystic, and his friend and disciple, the poet and 
musician Amir Khusru. Even though Khusru was of Afghan descent, he is 
considered the founder of Urdu poetry. The vagabond architectures that Paz’s 
twentieth-century “syllables, wandering fires” invoke are as much a substance 
of his own life as that of the fourteenth-century Urdu poet and historian. 
However, the primary motivation for Paz’s poem is an ambiguous praise of 
Khusru inscribed on his tomb: the inscription describes the poet as a “sweet-
tongued parrot.” The uncertainty of representation astonishes Paz. But this 

                                                 
1 Octavio Paz’s “The Tomb of Amir Khusru” appeared in his collection of poems East 
Slope; the citation is from Octavio Paz, The Collected Poems of Octavio Paz: 1957-1987, 
ed. Eliot Weinberger (New York: A New Directions Book, 1990), 172-73.        
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ambiguity should be rightly linked to another ambivalence, that of geocultural 
interrelating and heteroglottic modulation. Paz’s own position as a Mexican in 
India further inflects this relation and, finally, shapes the poem itself. 

This poetic constellation of cultural settings that remained marginalized for a 
long time proves that the encounters between “peripheries” may be at least as 
productive as those between centers and peripheries. One such encounter 
occurred at the Modernist Studies Association conference in November 2005: a 
group of scholars assembled to present their research on the topics which—to 
the ears of scholars in Western European modernism—might appear as an 
untoward enumeration of hard-to-pronounce names linked to what the centers of 
modernist activity had done before and thus, presumably, better. The scholars 
who coalesced around the panel “The Avant-garde and the Margin” presented 
the achievements of the modernist spaces of Argentina, Greece, Japan, India, 
Romania, Quebec, and the former Yugoslavia with some level of diffidence, as 
though unsure if their own inquiry validated the interest of someone researching 
a very far and very different culture. Yet, we soon discovered that we shared 
conceptual, methodological, and research-bound difficulties, that we all 
distrusted as much the geo-temporal boundaries of modernism as the various 
models of the conceptualization of modernist space and time that have been 
offered so far. In particular, the participants agreed that the intercultural 
dynamics between the “centers” of aesthetic production and their counterparts in 
the cultural “periphery” deserved a much more complex and multifaceted 
discussion than the existing models of its assessment had provided. Long into 
the night and towards the margin of the day, we were pondering such questions 
as: What (if anything) constitutes a cultural margin? Does the cultural center 
exist? Are margins and centers transferable? Why did this dynamics present 
itself with such urgency precisely in the epoch of modernism? What was the 
role of the modernist avant-garde in this process? From what scholarly, 
ideological, and methodological stances can we talk about modernist 
“margins”? Finally, how does our field of research contribute to the much-
needed revamping of the geotemporal compass of modernism? The fermentation 
of these questions brought this book into existence. 

As is well known, the critical unearthing of neglected geocultural spaces was 
both a result of and a contributor to the socio-political developments of 
decolonization and reterritorialization, the processes that were in gradual 
increase from the end of the nineteenth century. In the 1970s and the 1980s, the 
awareness of the existence of simultaneous unattended histories and the 
subjection of their cultural, economic, and historical products to what James 
Morris Blaut has called “the colonizer’s view of the world” galvanized the 
scholarly work on Eurocentrism and the dynamics of the cultural gaze between 
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Europe and the rest of the world.2 This interest in historically and culturally 
silenced spaces and hegemonic modes of cognition fulminated in the 1980s. It 
brought about many excellent elucidations of the hegemony of the Occidental 
gaze, the explorations that found their best expression in Edward Said’s seminal 
book Orientalism.3 Yet, while this political and cultural reterritorialization 
ostensibly empowered the margin, it also took its victims. Firstly, the spatial 
concept against which these newly recognized cultural spaces were to define 
themselves, namely Eurocentrism, had been developed in a specific political 
constellation that rendered its scope vague. In the concept, the “Euro-” 
somewhat indiscriminately refers to Western Europe—its prejudices, its 
persistent colonizing aptitude, and the diffusion of its cultural products. 
Consequently, after the Eastern bloc collapsed and further political and cultural 
changes occurred, the notion of Eurocentrism came to both comprise and 
exclude the “small” nations of Central and Eastern Europe. Furthermore, 
Eurocentrism came to be allied, surprisingly, with North American cultural 
space; this connection is only seemingly validated by the current economic and 
cultural dominance of the United States, and it importantly neglects the 
complexities of American cultural history. Finally, and most importantly for the 
authors of the following essays, the process of “cultural reterritorialization” 
binarized the social field into the notions of core and periphery; these were used 
to explicate and, more often than not, simplify the dynamics between the 
economically (and, culturally) “dominant” nations and their former colonies or 
other developing countries. In the political realm, these terms became the 
favored coins of neocolonialism. In artistic practice, they caught re-emergent 
cultures in a definitional relation against/with cultural “centers” even when their 
historical circumstances did not provide any grounds for it. 

As such, the notions of core and periphery (or what are frequently and 
sometimes falsely taken as their equivalents, the notions of the “center” and the 
“margin”) are a matter of commonsense; their easy visualization often precludes 
any further questioning of the basis on which they have been developed. The 
easiest way to democratize our view of these categories is by simple 
multiplication: we may assert that there exist multiple centers and multiple 
margins. Yet this is not enough. Many recent scholars, particularly those 
informed by the tenets of deconstruction, rightfully emphasize the following 
ideological flaw of this postulation: there is no “natural” center, just as there is 
no “inevitable” margin. Both “settings,” they claim, are the products of a 
network of power/rhetorical forces. This relativization of the concepts of the 
                                                 
2 Cf. James Morris Blaut, The Colonizer’s Model of the World. Geographical 
Diffusionism and Eurocentric History (New York and London, The Guilford Press, 
1993). 
3 Cf. Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage, 1979).   
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“center” and the “margin” has fruitfully revealed the unfixedness of these 
categories, an insight which has been fruitfully developed in many essays in this 
anthology. Thereby, this critique has helped curtail their covert upholding in 
neocolonialism as well as their (un)witting perpetuation in the discursive and 
aesthetic practice of artists and thinkers from around the globe.  

The idea of multiple and ever-shifting centers and margins implies a 
seeming ease of transfer: what is today a margin may become a center 
tomorrow. This view has, for all its democratizing value, one negative aspect in 
its actual critical use: it neglects historicity. History becomes little more than 
spume when perceived merely as a proliferation and reallocation of “positions.” 
The disregard of the historical dimension can lead not only to the obliteration of 
the specificities of a cultural space, but, as Michel de Certeau has shown in “The 
Politics of Silence: The Long March of the Indians,” it also neglects the 
“political determination of cultural specificity;” to ignore the socioeconomic 
and historical particulars means also to silence indigenous “styles of action” 
through which a “minor” culture can make its claims to international cultural or 
political relevance.4 In particular, a “relativizing” inquiry into the dynamics of 
the margin and the center runs the risk of ignoring the actual inequality of state 
relations in intercultural encounters, an inequality which may have both positive 
and negative effects. For instance: intercultural fermentation seems to be more 
vigorous precisely in the “small culture” settings; on the average, the margin’s 
interest both in the “center” and in other “margins” is stronger and more 
complexly inventive than the center’s interest in the margin, as evinced in Paz’s 
poem above. It is for this set of reasons that the contributors to this anthology do 
not tire of reiterating that some margins are margins, some centers are centers, 
and the only productive way to acknowledge the value of their encounter—or, 
indeed, their clash—is to perceive them as such.  

How to circumvent the pitfalls of both the traditional diffusionist model of 
the world (in which culture is viewed as emanating from a center and “margins” 
are perceived as mere recipients) and the over-relativization of the positions of 
the margin and the center (which neglects the actual historical and power 
relations established in an intercultural encounter)? The anthology “The Avant-
garde and the Margin: New Territories of Modernism” comes into being 
precisely as an attempt to answer this question. This response presupposes a 
twofold methodology, one that would simultaneously widen a spatial inquiry 
into cultural margins and historicize the “contact zones” which they establish 
with cultural “centers.” Along these lines, Susan Stanford Friedman has recently 
called for a “new geohistory of modernism” that would “locate many centers 
                                                 
4 Cf. Michel de Certeau, “The Politics of Silence: The Long March of the Indians,” in 
Heterologies: Discourse on the Other, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2000), 228 et passim. 
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across the globe, focus on the cultural traffic linking them, and interpret the 
circuits of reciprocal influence and transformation that takes place within highly 
unequal state relations.” Instead of the conventional binary of Western 
modernism and the traditionalisms of the Other, Friedman argues for a 
geohistory which would “look for the interplay of modernity and tradition 
within each location and the part that other cultures play in each local interaction 
of historical rupture and continuity.”5 Indeed, one possible way to avoid the 
traps of both critical methods may be simply to pay heightened attention to the 
still neglected cultural spaces, and to engage in the unearthing of the hidden 
dynamics and routes of cultural transfer—including those between “marginal” 
cultures themselves. Despite the dramatic political and sociocultural 
transformations that the world has witnessed in the last century—the upheavals 
that have comprised the processes of the virtual and real shrinking of cultural 
distances and the high velocity of economic and cultural exchange—the global 
information on non-Western European cultures has been limited, inflected, and 
fragmented. While we have come to know and acknowledge that our 
intercultural view is by necessity imprecise and partial, we believe that this 
limitation should not present an excuse for the abandonment of the project. It is 
in the very pursuit of this culturally limited view that our contributors find both 
challenge and critical and theoretical rewards.  

It is for this reason that, even though they do offer many innovative methods 
of exploration of the relations between the margin and the center, all of the 
contributors to this collection are primarily concerned with the disclosure of 
previously unrecognized spaces or cultural interactions. The space of their 
inquiry is modernism, and not accidentally so. We may attribute the fruitful 
proliferation of the center-margin encounters in modernism to many factors: 
modernism’s intrinsic connection to modernity, which is itself a generator of 
intercultural trafficking; general modernist inclination to multicultural fusions; 
and, the specifically modernist and avant-garde attentiveness to the question of 
the margin in general. While fashioning themselves as “marginal,” and, hence, 
opposed to the culturally dominant, modernists also transposed this inquiry into 
the margin onto the plane of form: avant-garde works thus abide on the 
boundaries, and “work” through boundaries—the borders that are aesthetic as 
much as cultural. It is from one such cultural and aesthetic boundary that the 
editors came to assemble these “notes from the margin.”   

We open this anthology with Laura Ceia-Minjares’s essay on Tristan Tzara, 
who is positioned in the liminal space—the non-space—between the center and 
the margin, wherein, as Ceia-Minjares puts it, “the strategies of positioning 
                                                 
5 Susan Stanford Friedman, “One Hand Clapping: Colonialism, Postcolonialism, and the 
Spatio/Temporal Boundaries of Modernism,” presented at the Modernist Studies 
Association Conference, Chicago, U.S.A., November 3-6, 2005. 
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involve shrewd, successful attacks and humiliating retreats, deceitful detours 
and painful self-disclosures.” Tzara’s ambiguous position in modernism, his 
simultaneous canonization and marginalization, is discussed through multiple 
lenses: his early poetry, composed in his native Romanian “in a somewhat 
symbolist vein,” reveals a “different persona altogether” and complicates his 
casual placement in what is probably the most antagonistic and polemical of 
modernist movements: Dada. His “orientalization” by both critics and friends in 
France further obscures superficial definitions of “Orientalism” and the margin.  

It is precisely this dynamism of the relationship between “centrality” and 
“marginality” that Sanja Bahun-Radunović addresses in her essay by proposing 
a new approach to the question of the margin. Bahun-Radunović uses the 
writings, publications, proclamations and activities of the Serbian surrealist 
movement as a case study that explicates her central theoretical proposition: the 
concept of the oblique. The activity of the Belgrade surrealists was concurrent 
with the French surrealist movement and it unfolded in a dialogic exchange with 
the Parisian group in a complicated “dynamics of aesthetic influxes and 
outfluxes.” The “obliqued” temporality and spatiality of the modernist 
intercultural relating are vital notions in Bahun-Radunović’s conceptualization, 
which, in turn, challenges the pre-existing considerations of the margin in 
general.  

Ceia-Minjares and Bahun-Radunović’s treatment of the “Parisian center” 
(vis-à-vis Romania and the former Yugoslavia, respectively) is given further 
relevance in Stéphane Girard’s essay on the Canadian painter Paul-Émile 
Borduas and the activities surrounding the Montreal-based “Automatist group” 
in the 1940s. Borduas’s position as a French-speaking citizen of a “provincial” 
French colony shares many similarities with Tristan Tzara’s position as the 
Romanian-born founder of the Dada movement: both artists are simultaneously 
within and between the center and the margin. Girard makes extensive use of 
Borduas’s correspondence with fellow painters and intellectuals to illustrate the 
painter’s shifting perceptions and identifications, his varying valorization and 
de-valorization of two modernist “centers,” Paris and New York, in relation to 
his native Montreal.    

The idea of fluid “centers” that, as Borduas’s case exemplifies, subverts the 
very notion of “centralization” is discussed in the context of the East/West 
exchange in Clark Lunberry’s essay on Japanese Butoh theatre. In placing his 
personal discovery of this type of theatre performance in the framework of the 
exotic gaze towards the Orient, Lunberry turns Orientalism on its head. He 
traces the migration pattern of Butoh from Japan to Germany, and then back; 
from Mary Wigman’s or Antonin Artaud’s “fantasies of the ‘primitive’ and ‘the 
Orient’” to Takaya Eguchi and Kazuo Ohno’s “fantasies of ‘the modern” and 
‘the West’” that found an expression in the translation of Artaud’s The Theater 
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and Its Double in the 1960s. If one further takes account of the influence of Noh 
and Kabuki on Butoh, the movement’s open outlook that enabled it to absorb 
even Argentinean flamenco, as well as its internal migration from the 
“cosmopolitan” cultural center of Tokyo to the “provincial” cultural region of 
Tôhoku and back, the conceptual location of “centers” and “margins” reveals 
itself as profoundly entangled in what is, perhaps, one of the most hybrid 
modernist art forms.  

Lunberry’s tracing of the migration pattern of Butoh somewhat resembles 
Marinos Pourgouris’s mapping of the temporal and geographical loci of Greek 
modernism. The gaze of the Renaissance artists and writers towards classical 
Greece—the so-called “cradle of Western civilization”—emerges as 
comparable, in this context, to the Western gaze towards the “primitive Orient:” 
both gazes are filtered through a kaleidoscope that “exoticizes” these imaginary 
loci. It is to this fallacious exoticization that Greek poets reacted at the height of 
Greek modernism in the 1930s. Pourgouris illustrates a peculiar trend in Greek 
modernism that is connected to the indigenization of modernist theories by 
Greek poets: the more Greek modernists tended towards the West, towards an 
exchange with (as opposed to an imitation of) the Western modernist canon, the 
more they located their identity within the Greek periphery—the islands. A 
substantial discussion of Greek modernism’s chronotope that closes the essay 
further challenges the simplistic notion of a modernist force that pulls 
everything towards the city-centers of modernism. 

This process of ‘indigenization’ is at the core of Bogdana Carpenter’s 
analysis of the Polish Avant-Garde project whose vibrant avant-garde activity 
was concurrent with the activities of the Paris Dadaists and Surrealists as well as 
with those of the Italian and Russian Futurists. Carpenter traces the evolution of 
the Polish Avant-Garde and presents an elaborate account of these poets’ stance 
on the function of the modernist lyric and their attitude towards modernist 
centers outside of Poland. Carpenter’s examination shows how acutely aware 
the Polish modernist poets, and more specifically the Cracow Avant-garde 
group, were of contemporary literary theories and how they consciously 
diverted from them, appropriating only those features that suited their needs. For 
instance, Carpenter’s close examination of Tadeusz Peiper’s theoretical writings 
reveals the affinities between Italian and Polish Futurism, but also a strong 
divergence from some of Marinetti’s central proclamations.   

In the same way that Carpenter tracks the Polish Avant-garde both externally 
(i.e., the influence of European literary movements) and internally (within the 
existing Polish tradition), Adriana Varga traces the position of two of the 
leading figures of European modernism, Tristan Tzara and Eugene Ionesco, in 
the Romanian literary context. In drawing parallels between Ionesco and I. L. 
Caragiale (1852-1912) and between Tzara and Urmuz (1883-1923), Varga 
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presents us with a more complicated prism through which one could consider 
the relationship between the center and the margin. Varga argues that 
Caragiale’s criticism of the superficial imitation of French and German values in 
Romania at the end of the nineteenth century may very well be viewed as a 
symptom of Tzara and Ionesco’s “avant-garde impulse to negate established 
literary and cultural traditions.” Her methodology suggests a frame that 
simultaneously acknowledges protochronism—in this case, the indisputable 
impact of the Romanian literary tradition on these writers—and the powerful 
pull of the center to which, after all, both Tzara and Ionescu migrated.  

We conclude the volume with Julie Rajan’s article on the Bengali writer 
Rokeya Hossain (1880-1932) and her 1905 short story Sultana’s Dream. Rajan 
presents us with an elaborate account of the position of Indian women in 
Hossain’s time, and focuses on the veiled Muslim woman, a symbol that still 
reverberates as a powerful locus of conflict more than a century after the 
publication of the book. Under the British colonial rule in India, purdah (the 
seclusion of women from public observation) became an especially charged 
practice that both mediated and thwarted the gaze between the colonizer and the 
colonized. In this context, Sultana’s Dream—in which women are presented as 
the rulers and policy makers in the imaginary Ladyland—is a multifaceted work 
that explores the tension between multiple centers and multiple margins: 
tradition and modernity, matriarchy and patriarchy, the relationship between 
British women and Hindu and/or Muslim women, the use of the English 
language in colonial settings, as well as Hossain’s own position as a “marginal” 
female writer at the turn of the century, a feminist and a revolutionary under the 
British Raj. 

Apart from highlighting some of the central claims of the anthology, this 
brief summary of the featured articles points to the importance of the 
reconsideration of centrality and marginality through the appreciation of the 
aesthetic practices involved. If “every poem is time, and burns,” then every 
word that purports to speak genuinely about a poem also lives and burns in a 
specific human time and space, and reflects it. Transgenerational and 
transculutural encounters such as that of a Mexican writer and an Urdu 
historian-poet may be contradictory; they may be replete with displacements; 
they may disseminate a vision of history or a vision of aesthetics. Yet, while 
disseminating their visions, they also disseminate the very core of this 
encounter: the fusion of cultures that, for all its inequalities and hermeneutic 
difficulties, is productive. This collection of essays performs one such 
juxtaposition: it establishes a “written” zone of contact which—its editors 
hope—will bring about the further proliferation of inquiry into “marginal” 
territories of modernism.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

OPTING-IN, OPTING-OUT:  
THE RADICAL MELANCHOLY OF THE MODERNIST 
MARGIN OR, TRISTAN TZARA PLACES A DOUBLE 

BET 

LAURA CEIA-MINJARES 
 
 
 

Si la Roumanie n’avait pas été un petit pays à la langue inconnue, on 
aurait su qu’elle était à l'époque à l’avant-garde de l’expressionnisme et 
de tout ce que devait venir plus tard en Occident...1 

Eugène Ionesco 
 

Interstitial kinds of scholarship—scholarship between the disciplines, 
between nation-states, between cultural traditions—are rarely generated 
from within those core areas in which national ideologies reproduce 
themselves. 

Sibylle Fischer, Modernity Disavowed  
 
This geography of mobility and interculturality is not a utopian fantasy of 
peaceful integration, but rather recognizes that the contact zones between 
cultures often involve violence, conquest, humiliation, and inequality. 

Susan Stanford Friedman, “One Hand Clapping”  
 

                                                 
1 “If Romania were not a small country with an unknown language, the world would 
have known that, in the epoch of the avant-garde, [this country] was in Expressionism 
and all other [avant-garde] movements.” Cited in Sanda Stolojan, Au balcon de l'exil 
roumain à Paris avec Cioran, Ionesco, Vintila Horia… (Paris and Montréal: 
L'Harmattan, 1999), 22. Unless otherwise noted, all translations from French into English 
are mine. At this place, I would also like to thank Sanja Bahun-Radunović for her 
tremendous editorial help. I should also like to thank Carl Martin and Mark Humphries 
for their insightful comments and help with the earlier versions of this article.  



Chapter One 
 

2 

During a televised report broadcast on the International Channel in February 
2004, a young journalist informed the expatriate Romanian community about a 
somewhat unusual “state visit:” French actor and singer of Armenian descent, 
Charles Aznavour, who was filming a remake of Père Goriot in Romania at the 
time, was invited to the presidential palace in Bucharest.2 While guiding the 
Frenchman through the palace’s galleries, the Romanian president—in an 
accented but otherwise impeccable French—expressed his appreciation for 
receiving such an accomplished personality of French culture. The journalist’s 
voice-over went on to explain that the president was keen to “take this 
opportunity to re-affirm the continuity of French-Romanian relationships,” 
namely, the “special affinity of language and cultural sensibility that has linked 
the two nations for centuries.” Somewhat uncomfortably, from under his Père 
Goriot costume, Aznavour acknowledged the validity of these statements: first 
he pointed to the significant influences of French painters on the artworks 
displayed on the walls; then he mentioned the essential contributions of some 
Romania-born personalities (Eugène Ionesco, Constantin Brancusi, Emil 
Cioran, Princess Marthe Bibesco, and actress Elvire Popesco) to French culture. 
Finally, Aznavour added that their contribution to France’s artistic patrimony is 
so important that they are now considered “completely French.” The expression 
on the Romanian president’s face indicated that he was indubitably flattered.3   

There are a few aspects of this encounter that, I believe, need to be 
underlined. First, Aznavour’s visit was a matter of covert international politics. 
And, as the occasion was a matter of politics, the Romanian president, as many 
other statesmen before him, invoked history—a history of constant nods towards 
and loud acknowledgments of France as the model socio-cultural “center.” 
France is thus depicted as a center towards which Romania has gravitated, 
gravitates, and will continue to gravitate in the future. The proofs seemed to be 
numerous, and they ranged from the “derivative” efforts of Romanian painters, 
through the willingness of the president to serve as personal guide to an 
“emissary” of French culture, to the fluency in the French language displayed by 
the social elites of the country.4 If the self-effacing, internalized provincialism 

                                                 
2 The palace which, for several centuries, was the residence of Romanian kings, is also a 
museum. Its collections include some of the most important works of the art of 
Romanian cultural patrimony.   
3 It is important to note here that a televised broadcast is a complex audio-visual text. 
Therefore, beyond the journalist’s voice-over and the dialogue between the two 
interlocutors, the images (i.e. framing, gestures, costumes, décor) are open to 
interpretation.  
4 The expression “emissary of French culture” was actually used by the president 
himself. In Romanian, the word “emissary” (representative) is still used today; however, 
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of the Romanian president is somewhat understandable, Charles Aznavour’s 
attitude at the dawn of the twenty-first century shows that, in France, public 
attitudes towards and perceptions of Romania (as well as that of other 
“peripheries,” for that matter) have not changed much since the nineteenth 
century. In the eyes of French intellectual elites, the French-Romanian 
“connection” or “relationship” is no more than a classic imitative rapport 
between a culture with major claims to universality, and a marginal culture with 
little to display in terms of artistic, literary or political glory. Romania is indeed 
frequently perceived in the West as weighing on the lower end of a well-defined 
hierarchical relationship between the receiver and the producer of knowledge.5 
Finally, one may also notice that, during this televised report, the Romanian 
president (acting as the representative of the country) did not contradict 
Aznavour’s explicit or implicit statements; on the contrary, he conceded to what 
he perceived as a compliment, i.e., a somewhat indirect recognition of 
Romania’s contribution to French culture, and an oblique acknowledgment of a 
Romanian input—although mediated through the French language and culture—
in the universal cultural pool.  

Beyond its anecdotal value, the event that I describe above also touches on 
the delicate issue of Romanian intellectual diaspora in Paris during the twentieth 
century. The first half of the past century saw an important and reputable 
Romanian migration towards the “cultural capital of Europe” and the Americas. 
This “inevitable” attraction of the centers of literary and artistic production is 
explained by the sociologist of literature Pascale Cazanova as the lure of 
linguistic prestige (some languages are more literary than others, Cazanova 
contends), of the acquisition of a passe-partout intellectuel, the publication with 

                                                                                                             
it bears a heavy connotation: that of a feared envoy of the Ottoman Empire (the 
Romanian principalities were under Ottoman occupation for some two centuries). 
5 The matter of the Franco-Romanian entente is a complicated one. Since the early 
nineteenth century it was invoked on both sides, as a matter of cultural politics, with 
mixed results. Catherine Durandin, for example, one of the foremost contemporary 
historians of Romania and Eastern Europe today, writes about it in a somewhat 
derogatory tone: “The restaurants in Bucharest do not lack a certain charm and, if the city 
is ugly, ― oh divine surprise! ― a number of Romanian citizens speak French. Yet 
again, we rediscover our little Latin cousin (my emphasis). As in 1848 with Michelet, as 
in 1878 with Michelet again; as in 1919 with the academics of the Third Republic 
concerned with re-drawing the after-war European frontiers; as in 1930 with Paul 
Morand who found the Romanian queen exquisite […] Each emotional rediscovery was 
however followed by disillusions and resentment on both sides. The hegemony of France 
over Romania never reached the level desired by certain French milieus. The help France 
provided Romania with was never what the Romanians really expected.” Catherine 
Duandin, Nicolae Ceauşescu, vérités et mensonges d’un roi communiste (Paris: Plon, 
1990), 251 (my translation).  
















